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FOREWORD

The Internet is a powerful new means of communication. It is global, it is fast, and it is growing rapidly.
Reaching to the far corners of the earth, the Internet is making the world at once smaller and more
connected, transmitting information at nearly real-time speed. An estimated 377 million people are
currently using the Internet, only half of whom are in the United States. The World Wide Web is bringing
rapid and radical change into our lives—from the wonderfully beneficial to the terrifyingly difficult.

For education, the Internet is making it possible for more individuals than ever to access knowledge
and to learn in new and different ways. At the dawn of the 21st Century, the education landscape is
changing. Elementary and secondary schools are experiencing growing enrollments, coping with critical
shortages of teachers, facing overcrowded and decaying buildings, and responding to demands for
higher standards. On college campuses, there is an influx of older, part-time students seeking the
skills vital to success in an Information Age. Corporations are dealing with the shortage of skilled
workers and the necessity of providing continuous training to their employees.

The Internet is enabling us to address these educational challenges, bringing learning to students
instead of bringing students to learning. It is allowing for the creation of learning communities that
defy the constraints of time and distance as it provides access to knowledge that was once difficult
to obtain. This is true in the schoolhouse, on the college campus, and in corporate training rooms.

The power of the Internet to transform the educational experience is awe-inspiring, but it is also
fraught with risk. As legislators and community leaders, we have the responsibility to develop policies
and make informed decisions to ensure that new technologies will enhance, and not frustrate, learn-
ing. That is why Congress established the Web-based Education Commission.

For the past year we have been chairing an effort that has explored the ways in which the Internet is
changing the delivery of education. Along with Senators Jeff Bingaman and Michael Enzi,
Representative Chaka Fattah, and a distinguished group of education and business leaders, the
Commission has heard about the tremendous power of the Internet to empower individual learners
and teachers. We have also heard about the barriers that frustrate learning in this new environment.
Our witnesses urged us to "think big" as we addressed the challenges of a rapidly changing educational
landscape.

The report we are now submitting to the President, to Congress, and to the nation reflects the cumulative
work of our Commission and a consensus of our findings. It is a call to action to all of those who
must be involved if we are to implement real and positive change—policymakers at the federal, state,
and local levels; students and educators; parents; communities; and the private sector. No one group
can bring about this change alone.

The Internet is a promising tool. Working together, we can realize the full potential of this tool for
learning. With the will and the means, we have the power to expand the learning horizons of stu-
dents of all ages.

i

SENATOR 
BOB KERREY
Chair

REPRESENTATIVE 
JOHNNY ISAKSON

Vice Chair
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Although web-based education is in its earliest phase, it holds extraordinary promise.

The bipartisan, congressional Web-based Education Commission set out to discover how the
Internet is being used to enhance learning opportunity for all learners from pre-kindergarten through
high school, at postsecondary colleges and universities, and in corporate training.

In the course of our work, we heard from hundreds of educators, policymakers, Internet pioneers,
education researchers, and ordinary citizens who shared their powerful visions and showed us the
promise of the Internet—

To center learning around the student instead of the classroom

To focus on the strengths and needs of individual learners

To make lifelong learning a practical reality

We heard that the Internet enables education to occur in places where there is none, extends
resources where there are few, expands the learning day, and opens the learning place. We experi-
enced how it connects people, communities, and resources to support learning. We witnessed how
it adds graphics, sound, video, and interaction to give teachers and students multiple paths for under-
standing. We learned that the Web is a medium today's kids expect to use for expression and com-
munication—the world into which they were born.

And we were told first-hand that the Internet could result in greater divisions between those with
access to the opportunities of web-based learning, and those without access.

We also understood that the Internet is not a panacea for every problem in education.

By the end of our work, we were able to identify the key barriers that are preventing the Internet
from realizing its full potential for enhancing learning. The Commission was urged to help the nation
better understand these barriers and offer its recommendations for addressing them.

Based on the findings of our work, the Commission believes a national mobilization is necessary, one
that evokes a response similar in scope to other great American opportunities—or crises: Sputnik and
the race to the moon; bringing electricity and phone service to all corners of the nation; finding a
cure for polio.

Therefore, the Commission is issuing a call to action to:

•• Make powerful new Internet resources, especially broadband access, widely and equi-
tably available and affordable for all learners. The promise of high quality web-based educa-
tion is made possible by technological and communications trends that could lead to important
educational applications over the next two to three years. These include greater bandwidth,
expansion of broadband and wireless computing, opportunities provided by digital convergence,
and lowering costs of connectivity. In addition, the emergence of agreement on technical stan-
dards for content development and sharing will also advance the development of web-based
learning environments.
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•• Provide continuous and relevant training and support for educators and administrators
at all levels. We heard that professional development—for preK-12 teachers, higher education
faculty, and school administrators—is the critical ingredient for effective use of technology in the
classroom. However, not enough is being done to assure that today's educators have the skills and
knowledge needed for effective web-based teaching. And if teacher education programs do not
address this issue at once, we will soon have lost the opportunity to enhance the performance of
a whole generation of new teachers, and the students they teach.

•• Build a new research framework of how people learn in the Internet age. A vastly expand-
ed, revitalized, and reconfigured educational research, development, and innovation program is
imperative. This program should be built on a deeper understanding of how people learn, how
new tools support and assess learning gains, what kinds of organizational structures support
these gains, and what is needed to keep the field of learning moving forward.

•• Develop high quality online educational content that meets the highest standards of
educational excellence. Content available for learning on the Web is variable: some of it is
excellent, much is mediocre. Both content developers and educators will have to address gaps in
this market, find ways to build fragmented lesson plans into full courses and assure the quality of
learning in this new environment. Dazzling technology has no value unless it supports content
that meets the needs of learners.

•• Revise outdated regulations that impede innovation and replace them with approaches
that embrace anytime, anywhere, any pace learning. The regulations that govern much of
education today were written for an earlier model in which the teacher is the center of all instruc-
tion and all learners are expected to advance at the same rate, despite varying needs or abilities.
Granting of credits, degrees, availability of funding, staffing, and educational services are gov-
erned by time-fixed and place-based models of yesteryear. The Internet allows for a learner-cen-
tered environment, but our legal and regulatory framework has not adjusted to these changes.

•• Protect online learners and ensure their privacy. The Internet carries with it danger as well
as promise. Advertising can interfere with the learning process and take advantage of a captive
audience of students. Privacy can be endangered when data is collected from users of online
materials. Students, especially young children, need protections from harmful or inappropriate
intrusions in their learning environments.

•• Sustain funding—via traditional and new sources—that is adequate to the challenge at
hand. Technology is expensive, and web-based learning is no exception. Technology
expenditures do not end with the wiring of a school or campus, the purchase of computers, or
the establishment of a local area network. These costs represent just the beginning.

The issue before us now is how to make good on the Internet's power for learning and how to move
from promise to practice.

The Web-based Education Commission calls upon the new Congress and Administration to embrace
an "e-learning" agenda as a centerpiece of our nation's federal education policy.

This e-learning agenda should be aimed at assisting local communities, state education agencies, insti-
tutions of higher education, and the private sector in their efforts.



The moment is at hand.

We urge the new President and the 107th Congress to seize this opportunity and to focus on ways
in which public law can be modified and changed to support, rather than undermine, the technolo-
gy that is so dramatically changing education.

•• We call on federal and state governments to make the extension of broadband access for
all learners a central goal of telecommunications policy.

We urge federal and state officials to adopt a policy framework that will help accelerate broadband
deployment in education quickly and effectively. The E-rate program, which has brought 21st
Century telecommunications into the nation's schools and libraries, has provided a dramatic boost.
Individual state efforts have shown promise and success. Local and state policymakers should
consider complementary efforts focused on educational applications of broadband access.

•• We call upon policymakers at all levels to work with educational institutions and the 
private sector to support the continuous growth of educators through the use of
technology.

We encourage continuing federal and state support for initiatives and models that make just-in-
time, just-what's-needed training and support available to educators. The reauthorization of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act and subsequent Higher Education Act reauthoriza-
tion offer the opportunity to make this happen and to incorporate the best thinking and prac-
tices identified by this Commission. Partnerships that bring together the federal government,
state and local agencies, the private sector, and educational institutions offer the best promise of
assuring continuing teacher empowerment and growth with technology.

•• We call upon the federal government to create a comprehensive research, development,
and innovation framework for learning technology.

We recommend establishing a benchmark goal for federal research and development investment
in web-based learning, consistent with similar benchmarks in other industry segments. This
framework would focus on high payback targets of educational opportunity and support the
creation of learning communities and tools for collaborative knowledge building and dissemination
among researchers, teachers, and developers.

•• We call upon the public and private sectors to join forces in developing high quality con-
tent and applications for online learning.

At the federal level, the Commission recommends that Congress articulate content development
priorities, provide seed funding for high need areas, and encourage collaboration and partnerships
between the public and private sectors in the development and distribution of high quality online
materials. The federal government should work with all agencies and programs to adopt technical
standards for the design of online courses, meta tagging of digital content, and universal design
standards for access for those with disabilities.

The Commission recommends that the education community develop standards for high quality
online courses. The current voluntary system of accrediting higher education institutions and
programs should continue but with better clarity for the consumer regarding online options.
The Commission recommends the convening of state and regional education accreditors and
organizations to build common standards and requirements for online learning programs,
courses, and certifications comparable to the standards required for onsite programs.

v
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•• We call upon Congress, the U.S. Department of Education, and state and regional  edu-
cation authorities to remove barriers that block full access to online learning resources,
courses, and programs while ensuring accountability of taxpayer dollars.

The Commission encourages the federal government to review and, if necessary, revise the “12-
hour rule,” the “50 percent rule,” and incentive compensation requirements that are creating bar-
riers to students enrolling in online and distance education courses.

The Commission encourages national, state, and regional education policymakers to increase
cross-state regulatory and administrative cooperation in web-based education. We also call upon
states to develop common and appropriate policies regarding credits, faculty compensation,
accreditation, licensing, articulation, student services, and programs to reach underrepresented
student populations.

The Commission endorses the U.S. Copyright Office proposal to convene education representa-
tives and publishers to build greater consensus and understanding of the "fair use" doctrine in its
application to online learning.

•• We call upon parents, the education community, and the private sector to develop and
adopt privacy and protection safeguards to assure that learners of all ages are not exploit-
ed while participating in online learning activities.

The Commission believes that filtering and blocking software alone is of limited value. Instead,
we recommend encouraging developers and educators to collaborate in creating noncommercial,
high quality educational “safe zones” on the Web. We also recommend that schools, districts, and
states develop and promote programs for the safe, wise, and ethical use of the Internet.

The Commission also believes some adjustments to the Children's Online Privacy and Protection
Act may be necessary to allow educational exemptions for the collection of identifiable student
data online with appropriate parental consent.

•• Finally, we call upon the federal government, states, localities, and the private sector to
expand funding initiatives and to develop new models to bring these policies to reality.

The Commission believes these initiatives could include tax incentives, additional public-private
partnerships, increased state and federal appropriations, and the creation of a learning technolo-
gy trust fund. The Commission encourages states and localities to aggregate their market
strength as a way of bringing advanced technologies to education at a considerably lower cost.

The question is no longer if the Internet can be used to transform learning in new and powerful ways.
The Commission has found that it can. Nor is the question should we invest the time, the energy, and
the money necessary to fulfill its promise in defining and shaping new learning opportunity. The
Commission believes that we should. We all have a role to play.

It is time we collectively move the power of the Internet for learning from promise to practice.


